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best of their divinities so long as they did not oppose themselves
to reasonable improvements in the moral standard, adapted them-
selves to circumstances, and recognized governments de facto-
Mere peccadillos attributed to one or two out of many gods are
of little account. Arthur Young ridicules a Frenchman who
denounced to him the profligacy of Hiouis XV.; and he says
that Frederick the Great was a much more objectionable
despot, because it is infinitely less important to the common-
wealth that a king should take a fancy to his neighbour's wife
than that he should fancy Ms neighbour's provinces. This
view, though questionable, is precisely that taken by polytheists
of .their divinities ; so long as the gods do not bring some
tremendous misfortune upon the country they need not be par-
ticularly moral; their speciality not being the direction of
morals, as in later faiths, but the distribution' of temporal
blessings and curses.

This process by which the divinities absorb and sanctify
useful ideas and convenient reforms evidently tends to improve
and elevate the whole religion in its legislative department; but
as the creeds thus refine and cleanse themselves the authorita-
tive revelation comes to be recorded in writing and gets into
professional hands; which of course makes an important
change of type.^ The scripture is much, less easily question-
able, the rules become more precise and consistent, and conse-
quently much less elastic; the change is analogous to that
whereby a scientific code supplants judge-made law and free con-
struction of precedents. Interpretation of holy writ necessarily
supersedes, or greatly restricts, oracular delivery of messages
and traditions; and a favourable reading of texts, even, under the
cloud of a sacred language, is not so easy to negotiate as a fresh
oral inspiration, though the latter is largely retained to help out
the former. Nevertheless asrthei world changes gradually for the
better, these concessions and compromises have to be managed ;
since there are always impatient reformers who will arise to de-
nounce the parole morte if it falls too much behinii the times, and
will come forward with a new prophet, a new symbol, or a new
revelation more in accordance with -actual needs and convic-
tions. And the sects and diverse creeds thus generated repre-